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Preprint 

Altruism and Christian Ethics, Colin Grant, Cambridge University Press 2001 (ISBN 0-

521-79144-8), pp. xix + 266, £? 

 ‘Altruism’ is the term Auguste Comte coined for ‘living/thinking/acting for the good of 

others’; for Comte ‘altruism’ was the essence of the morality of the future. ‘Altruism’ is a 

post-Christian concept; it functions as a secular equivalent for neighbour-love. In this new 

addition to the invaluable ‘New Studies in Christian Ethics’ series, Colin Grant defends the 

thesis ‘that altruism is a modern secular concept that betrays theological overtones, and 

that dismissal of the notion endangers the lingering theological sensibility it echoes’ (p. 

xiii). The main theological objection to such a positive evaluation of ‘altruism’ has been put 

forward by Max Scheler is his classic Ressentiment (The Free Press 1961).  Like Grant, 

Scheler sees altruism as a secular legacy of Christianity. Unlike Grant, Scheler evaluates 

altruism negatively. Detached from its Christian context, altruism is a poor substitute for 

neighbour-love, to which – unlike to Christian neighbour-love – Friedrich Nietzsche’s 

ressentiment-criticism is applicable. According to Scheler, ‘the “altruistic” urge is really a 

form of hatred, of self-hatred, posing as its opposite.’ To my surprise, Grant ignores 

Scheler, Nietzsche and most of the Western intellectual tradition, and almost entirely 

focuses on (very) recent literature. As a result, this book has become a useful, but 

somewhat superficial introduction to the current discussion. 

            The book divides into three parts. The first part, ‘Alien altruism,’ is directed 

against those who deny that anyone ever acts altruistically. Grant devotes most of his 

attention to the alleged sociobiological refutation of altruism, to Edmund O. Wilson and 

especially to Richard Dawkins’s ‘selfish gene.’ He argues that evolution fails to explain even 

the apparently altruistic behaviour of animals (e.g., female herd animals adopting 

orphaned offspring that bear no particular relation to them). The second part of the book, 

‘Alien Altruism’ is directed against various attempts to base ethics on egoism. Attempts to 

base ethics on ‘reciprocal altruism’ (‘I’ll be good to you in the hope that someone else may 

sometime be good for me’) also fall under this criticism; in the end, they boil down to the 

recommendation of ‘enlightened self-interest’ (p. 110). When we base ethics on self-

interest, we might just as well ‘forget about ethics. … Of course, we will not be blatant 

about our dismissal of ethics. We will make an effort to give the appearance of ethical 

seriousness. And we might even get caught up in this and be duped by the social 

phenomenon. However, in our more reflective moments, we see through the mystification, 

and recognize again that self-interest is all there is’ (p. 109). The third part of the book is 

devoted to ‘Real Altruism.’ Real altruism, Grant claims, is to be found in God’s agape and 

in God’s suffering; and since Grant connects suffering with eros rather than with agape, he 

suggests that agape and eros have to qualify each other. Real altruism goes beyond 

ordinary morality; it needs a religious motivation. Like happiness, ‘altruism is achieved 

best where it is least intended’ (p. 250). And that is where we are religiously motivated, 

because religion delivers us from ourselves. ‘The fact that there is not more altruism in the 

world than there is may be an indication of how superficial much of our religion is’ (p. 

250). 

            What happens when secular post-Christian reverberations of Christian concepts 

are unambiguously identified with their Christian counterparts? What happens when 

Christian ethics uncritically identifies altruism and neighbour-love? Is it really the case that 

all altruism misses is Christian motivation, and that that can be simply added, or must 

there be something more? This book led me back to these questions without explicitly 

posing them.  

Marcel Sarot 

Utrecht University 
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